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Developing policy for inclusive education

The development of a country-based policy for inclusive education requires consideration of six key areas. Each of these
have repercussions for the others and without all being addressed policy effectiveness is likely to be diminished. Figure 1
outlines these areas which are then addressed in more detail.
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Figure 1. Six key areas for policy development

Conceptualising inclusive education

Inclusive education is considered the most equitable and encompassing method for educating all children. It is widely
accepted as the most effective way for supporting all learners. Yet there remains enormous diversity within and between
countries regarding the development, accountability and governance for implementation of policy to support it. This is
compounded when considering that inclusive education is defined differently depending upon national contexts, histories
and developments in education (Mitchell, 2005). It also continues to lack a robust empirical evidence-base (Dyson, 2014)
and a “clear working definition of inclusive education has thus far proved elusive” (Florian, 2014, p. 286). Inclusive
education is, therefore, hard to define as it is given many different meanings. Based on an extensive international review
of the literature three categories for conceptualising inclusive education were identified:

1. Based on key features;

2. Based on what it is not; and

3. The removal of that which excludes and marginalizes.

Forlin, Chambers, Loreman, Deppeler, & Sharma, (2013)

Clearly, accepting that inclusive education will be defined differently depending upon country and regional context,
adopting generic international philosophies of inclusive education without giving credence to national values, capabilities,
and understandings, does not auger well for local and sustainable inclusive practice. Harber (2004) refers to this as
copycat educational ideology, whereby policy and practice typical of more developed countries are shoe-horned into
cultures for which it is alien. Jones and Symeonidou (2017) suggest that “... there is an inherent danger in transplanting
selected elements of policy texts from one socio-cultural historical context to another” (p. 775). Developing policy to
implement and sustain high-quality inclusive education must be contextualized and driven by local situations and
capabilities, with appropriate deliberation by all stakeholders at all levels of community; resulting in agreement upon the
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rationale and philosophy to underpin it (Forlin et al., 2013). While reflecting upon an external frame of reference is valid,
these should be seen purely as a guide and not a definite way to develop local policy. As inclusive practices are likely to
be influenced by the language and labels used in policy documents, wording of documents should ensure clarity of focus
and highlight carefully the type of inclusive education proposed to safeguard sustainability.

Impact of policy on schools and communities

ilnclusive education policy will undoubtedly impact on a broad range of educational practices, including but not limited
to fiscal issues, attitudes and acceptance, teacher preparation and on-going training, curriculum, pedagogy, manpower,
support, infrastructure, parents, and the role of existing facilities such as special schools.

To embark on a paradigm shift in education by establishing legislation or policy without first considering the impact that
this will have on the existing system and the support needed to make it a reality, is bound to be troubled with challenges.
To avoid promulgating exclusion, rather than increasing inclusion, education policies must be sufficiently diversified and
must be so designed as not to become another cause of social exclusion. A cautionary note is to consider that disability
status per se increases the risk of educational exclusion. In less developed countries disability is highly correlated with
poverty and more predictive of non-enrolment than SES, rural location or gender (UNESCO EFA Report, 2015).

Where countries have enacted legislation that adopts the international conventions and expectations for providing equal
education opportunities for students with disability, the development of policy to interpret and enact this is essential. But
how practical, sustainable and realistic are these policies? In many instances policy rarely considers the overall impact it
will have on education systems and more specifically on teachers and schools who will be required to adopt it. Although
often being ‘polemic and pretty’ in as much as policies boldly uses the latest terminologies and are usually presented as
glossy pamphlets, how practical are they?

A set of guidelines was developed by UNESCO in 2009 to assist countries in strengthening inclusion in their strategies
and plans. The guidelines suggest a series of 51 inclusive policy actions across 13 areas of policy concern and provide a
comprehensive document for reviewing policy and practice (see Appendix for a full list). The policy guidelines present
some of the many issues that need to be addressed to appropriately position inclusive education in the policy cycle. The
suggested actions present a holistic approach to changing the entire education system.

Most governments are explicit in their support for inclusive education and acknowledge the need for interdisciplinary
engagement and provision of additional resourcing to support the effective implementation of inclusive education policies
(Forlin et al., 2013). The different jurisdictions also recognise the value of inter-disciplinary support from various
consultants and professionals, as required. Yet many governments have instigated what I refer to as a “should”
philosophical approach to doing this. While policy outlines the expected “perfect” and ideal approach to inclusion, it is
caged in terms of what “others should do” to achieve this. The devolution of responsibility is clearly transferred away
from governments to other stakeholders without any overt guidelines as to how this will be supported from a national
perspective. National processes or mechanisms for organising, collecting or collating data are rarely included in policy.
Once written there is a tendency for governments to consider their role is complete and to expect others to have the
capacity to undertake the list of “should” activities. Within such approaches how is it possible to establish a nationally
consistent method for endorsing inclusive education to ensure equity across a diverse country?

In a number of countries such as Australia, education while needing to be compliant with the national Disability
Discrimination Ordinance (DDO, 1992), and the Disability Standards for Education (2005), is state based
(www.education.vic.gov.au/school/teachers/learningneeds/Pages/legislation.aspx). This results in each jurisdiction
developing their own policy to implement inclusive education. In addition, because of the large non-Government system
of schools the Catholic and Independent sectors also have their own policies. Across Australia, therefore, there are at least
24 different systemic policies on inclusive education. These are further transposed into school based polices. This means
that each agency is required to monitor their own policy without any nationally consistent approach to doing this.
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Fiscal provisions

Implementing any new policy will inescapably affect a country’s budgeting and planning for realizing it. Preparing
schools to accommodate all learners, upskilling all teachers and establishing effective monitoring procedures will all
involve a financial cost.

There is no doubt that to train all teachers would require a considerable fiscal commitment; which in many of the less
developed countries is not available. Nevertheless, national policy to promote inclusive education must address this issue
and ensure suitable commitment is made. As proposed in the EFA Report 14/2013 governments need to support:

Adequately funded national education plans that aim explicitly to meet the needs of the disadvantaged and that ensure
equitable access to well-trained teachers must be a policy priority. Attracting and retaining the best teachers as a means to
end the learning crisis requires a delicate juggling act on the part of policy-makers (UNESCO, 2013/14, p. 18).

When transitioning children from special schools into mainstream schools, without losing the often-extensive supports
provided to them in segregated settings, can be a costly endeavour. Some countries such as Serbia have undertaken
extensive calculations of this cost producing a per session and per child costing with a weighting depending upon extent
of need (Johnstone, Lazarus, Lazetic, & Nikolic, 2018). Others employ different mechanisms for determining level of
support required and the allocation of funding to achieve this such as input-based per-capita models (Pijl, 2014). Whatever
method is used, governments will need to be cognizant that policy cannot be implemented without appropriate financial
support.

Support for infrastructure and manpower

As proposed by UNESCO (2009) “... an inclusive education system can only be created if ordinary schools become more
inclusive — in other words, if they become better at educating all children in their communities” (p. 8). Inclusive education,
therefore, relies heavily on local communities being able to provide effective learning for their children. This provision
needs to be supported by realistic national policy or legislation that responds to broad contextual issues, rather than simply
an adoption of international terminology that is neither understood or practical for implementing in a country with limited
organization and support in place. Further, inclusive education policy needs to be more comprehensive than focusing on
learners with disabilities and needs to be embedded within centrality of community, with a stronger emphasis on context
and culture for learning for all students.

This is particularly pertinent in the Asia-Pacific region where countries have in recent years been very forthright in
acknowledging and signing the international conventions and declarations that promote inclusive education; even though
there remains a substantial gap between policy and school expectations in most educational systems. Many countries have
adopted the terminology in the Education For All framework and applied this within their own education policies. Thus,
country policies promote an ‘inclusive approach to education’ that enables children with disabilities to attend a regular
school. Some policies go further and state that this should be with appropriate differentiation and support. Unfortunately,
this is where the strength of the shift in education seems to end for many countries. There appears to be an ongoing lack
of understanding that inclusion means that not all students will achieve through the ‘same old’ ways and that outcomes
will need to be different. In other words, governments promote inclusion through policy, but at the same time continue to
expect schools to help all students to achieve the same curriculum, pedagogy and assessment as the way to equality. A
review of research from 13 Asian countries concluded that:

a lack of well thought out policy, few resources, and limited understanding of inclusion seems widespread in the
Asia-Pacific region. As yet special education and related service expertise and teacher education for inclusion, is not in
place to support teachers to work inclusively (Sharma, Forlin, Deppeler & Guang-xue, 2013, p. 3).

Similarly, most of the 86 country submissions to the Global Education Monitoring Report (UNESCO, 2017/8) stated that
“constitutions, laws or policies explicitly refer to the right of people with disabilities to education” (p. 10). Of these, 42
countries’ constitutions, laws or policies overtly referred to inclusive education; nonetheless, the report concluded that
policy does not always match practice.
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A range of support will be required by schools including building for physical mobility and the provision of materials for
ensuring equitable access to the curriculum. Further, policy will need to consider the capacity of existing manpower to
support all learners with a range of diverse needs. As posited by Fullan (2007), without appropriate infrastructure and
staffing policy may be never fully implemented.

Teacher education for inclusion

The overarching goal for education in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for Beyond 2015: The education we
want, is to “ensure equitable and inclusive quality education and lifelong learning for all by 2030.” This is supported by
seven global education targets to form the basis of a Framework for Action, developed by UNESCO, in consultation with
all EFA partners. A key target is SDG 6, the education of teachers so that “... all learners are taught by qualified,
professionally-trained, motivated and well-supported teachers”.

While acknowledging that 57 million children are still failing to learn, simply because they are not in school: access is not
the only crisis — poor quality teaching is holding back learning even for those who make it to school. According to the 11th
EFA Global Monitoring Report (2013/1):

All children must have teachers who are trained, motivated and enjoy teaching, who can identify and support weak
learners, and who are backed by well-managed education systems (p. 30).

Successful implementation of policy reform and effective practice in inclusive education requires significant changes in
the way education is provided to all students, but most importantly, depends upon how adequately teachers and related
professionals are prepared to implement the reform (Sharma et al., 2013). Preparing teachers for an inclusive paradigm
has, therefore, been a major issue in all regions. In many of the Asian countries this has been exacerbated by the poor
quality and overall lack of general trained teachers, often large class sizes, teaching being a less desirable career, minimal
support and meagre infrastructure and resources (Dundar, Béteille, Riboud, & Deolalikar, 2014).

It is widely acknowledged that there continues a global shortage of teachers, particularly of teachers who are sufficiently
trained and motivated to include children with disabilities (& children from other marginalized groups) in regular schools
(International Disability & Development Consortium, 2013). Yet such inclusion is vital for achieving EFA goals and
bringing the millions of currently excluded children into education and must be considered when establishing government
policy to promote inclusive education.

Implementing inclusive education requires teachers to have at least a minimal understanding of what this means in the
classroom and how they can structure their classes to accommodate the diversity of children’s needs. It further requires
principals to have a commitment to the concept and ensure that their staff can access suitable and on-going professional
learning to enable them to teach effectively (Porakari, et al., 2015). Teacher preparation, nonetheless, varies enormously
between jurisdictions. Common threads include:

* Most teachers believe preparation is insufficient

» Just one course can make a difference

* Need to raise the status of importance of training for inclusion
* Training must be well conceived

« It requires systematic, sustained initiatives

» Teachers need more opportunities to learn the “craft”

In much of the Asia-Pacific region, decisions regarding training and how this is going to be addressed, is inhibited by a
lack of policy or national agreement on the type, quality or length of training needed by teachers. This can leave individual
training providers to establish courses and programs based on what is often their own lack of knowledge about inclusive
practice. Very few countries in the region have established any form of accountability for training programs about
inclusive education. Pre-service programs designed to prepare teachers for inclusive education, hence, tend to be
tokenistic rather than well-established evidence-based courses suitable for the local context. The gap between written
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policy and the training required to be able to implement inclusive education is a major issue across many regions. It is
critical to recognise that:
An education system is only as good as its teachers. Unlocking their potential is essential to enhancing the quality of
learning. Evidence shows that education quality improves when teachers are supported it deteriorates if they are not. EFA,
2013/14, p. 3 Without consistent and viable policy to ensure and monitor teacher preparation for inclusion, SDG Target 6
is unlikely to be achieved. The EFA summarises the 10 most important teaching reforms that policy-makers should adopt
to achieve equitable learning for all :
1. Fill teacher gap
2. Attract the best candidates to teaching
3. Train teachers to meet the needs of all children
4. Prepare teacher educators and mentors to support teachers
5. Get teachers to where they are needed most
6. Use a competitive career and pay structure to retain the best teachers
7. Improve teacher governance to maximize impact
8. Equip teachers with innovative curricula to improve learning
9. Develop classroom assessments to help teachers identify and support students at risk of not learning
10. Provide better data on trained teachers
(EFA Global Monitoring Report 2013/14 ,pp.51-52 )

Role of teacher educators

The role of universities in preparing teachers for inclusion is critical, yet there is rarely a general policy across universities
to ensure effective preparation. Initial quality teacher education needs to:

* Provide all teachers with general background information about inclusive education

* Balance traditional & inclusive approaches

* Provide authentic, realistic inclusive experiences

» Teach key competencies: skills, strategies & attitudes

* Link research to teaching

* Be cognizant of issues and challenges

* Promote formalised post graduate qualifications

In most training programs, teacher preparation is still heavily focussed on theory and research that is not systematically
translated into practice. There is limited connection between course and field work in preparation of good instructional
practices, together with too little emphasis and assessment on the mastering and demonstrating of practices and skills
during course work. In addition, there is too much emphasis on an expectation that students will learn good inclusive
practices during field work, which in many cases is not the norm; especially where inclusion is only just beginning to be
implemented and there are few ‘good practice’ schools. This is compounded by the challenges faced with employing
teacher educators who themselves have sufficient training and knowledge about inclusive education to teach preservice
teachers effectively.

Of particular importance is the need to address preconceived attitudes and expectations especially in regions where the
inclusion of students with disability in regular classes has not been the norm and many pre-service teachers will not,
themselves, have experienced an inclusive approach to education. Even in countries where inclusion has been embedded
for the duration of the pre-service teachers’ own schooling, their attitudes are still not necessarily positive (Sharma, Forlin,
Loreman, & Earle, 2006). Thus, Preparing teachers for inclusion requires teachers to gain both theoretical and practical
knowledge. Most critically, though, unlike other educational reforms in recent years, it also imposes directly on a person’s
belief system by challenging their own innermost thoughts about what they consider is right and just.

There is an interesting new approach emerging from research work by the Council for Exceptional Children regarding
how teacher preparation can be changed to better prepare teachers to use effective practices in inclusive classrooms.
McLeskey, Billingsley, and Zeigler, (2018) propose the application of high-leverage practices (HLPs) for preparing
teachers more effectively for diverse classrooms. These focus on four areas of collaboration, assessment,
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social/emotional/behavioural, and instruction approaches (https://highleveragepractices.org/) rather than traditional
curriculum areas. The approach is two-fold:

1. Identify a set of high-leverage practices as the core curriculum for teacher education
2. Employ a practice-based approach to systematically prepare teachers to use these practices

Aligned with this is still a need for the redevelopment of a training curriculum that ensures that inclusive education is
discussed in all curriculum content modules. Establishing resource materials, case studies, videos etc. using high leverage
practices will ensure a more directed and focused approached to teacher preparation. This can be done through an
embedded or infused model with integrated study of diversity, multicultural concerns and classroom strategies. The use of
school-based classroom studies and video-links with good practice classrooms can overcome any limited options for
engaging in existing inclusive settings.

Initial teacher education for inclusion should be considered part of an ongoing life-long learning process. Teachers need
to be trained to be critical thinkers, problem-solvers and reflective practitioners in addition to learning the basic skills and
acquiring relevant knowledge required for teaching. In some countries, policy ensures that newly graduated teachers are
required to continue their study and obtain a master’s in education during their first two years of practice. In almost all
countries it is expected that teachers will be involved in further upskilling, however, availability and access to appropriate
training can be difficult to obtain. Policy in Western Australia, for example, further ensures that teachers remain involved
in ongoing training as they are required to undertake a specified number of professional learning hours each year. As an
incentive these are then used for teachers to ‘buy out’ of time at the end of the school year; therefore, being able to finish
work several days early.

To ensure that teacher preparation at universities and training colleges provides appropriate training for inclusive
education, some governments have introduced standards for graduating teachers which must be achieved. Embedded
within these standards are expectations for training in supporting diverse leaners within regular inclusive classes.

Accountability Mechanisms

Improved accountability by governments is essential if education systems are to become more inclusive. As concluded in
the 8/2017 Global Monitoring report:

The lack of accountability risks jeopardizing progress, allowing harmful practices to become embedded in education
systems. For one, the absence of clearly designed education plans by governments can blur roles and mean that promises
will remain empty and policies not funded. When public systems do not provide an education of sufficient quality, and
for-profit actors fill the gap but operate without regulation, the marginalized lose out. Governments are the primary duty
bearers for the right to education, yet this right is not justiciable in almost half of countries (UNESCO, 2017/18.P.7).

A lack of appreciation of the need for alternative approaches to supporting learners with disabilities and the sustained
expectation that all students must achieve success in the same assessments as their peers continues to impact on the
successful implementation of inclusion. Until governments and schools appreciate that children with significant
intellectual disabilities are unable to achieve the same academic outcomes as their peers, and that curriculum and
assessment must be flexible to be able to accommodate these differences, then acceptance and achievement of inclusive
education is implausible.

Conclusion

Developing inclusive education policy is neither straightforward nor linear and occurs within a range of different
intra-country social, cultural and community experiences. It is underpinned by a complex, dynamic set of overt and hidden
interactions (Jones & Symeonidou, 2017). Developing policy has been described as a “ multi-faceted,
multi-dimensional social and political phenomenon which includes a cycle of strategies bound by time, resources, players
and performances within dynamic and often contested political sites” (Farrell, 2001, p. 241). According to Thomas
(2013), inclusive education policy is currently too narrow, and it is now time for “... policy about inclusion to move
forward once more, to fold around a range of matters concerning learning, community, identity and belonging. Inclusion
has to be conceived with many surfaces—disability, certainly, and social justice, no less—but now other facets of life at
school: community, social capital, equality and respect” (p. 474). Thomas proposes that policy and practice needs to be
built more overtly on knowledge about the benefits of social connection, communities of learning and social capital.
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The implications of policy have the potential to be far reaching. To ensure what is proposed is sustainable and will result
in high-quality education for all students, due consideration needs to be directed at including mechanisms for
accountability and for providing the necessary infrastructure and manpower support required to administer policy
successfully. Inclusion is a continuing and evolving process. Policy alone is insufficient for enacting inclusive education
as it needs to be aligned with comprehensive guidelines for implementation. A beautifully articulated policy that does not
consider key implementation, support and training issues is likely to result in an alienation of personnel towards inclusion
and consequently greater exclusion. When preparing or reforming policy, questions that guide this need to include: How
sustainable is this? Are there accountability mechanisms in place to monitor progress? Will this result in high quality
education for all students? To ensure that policy will be able to realistically achieve the stated philosophy and expectations
driven by national government level, in local and regional school communities, will be the epitome of its worth. As
proposed by His Highness Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum “There is no place for hesitation”. Provided that
all of the above have been addressed then there should be an overt eagerness by all stakeholders to embrace the proposed
inclusive education framework for the future of Dubai.

A useful guide for ensuring inclusion and equity in education was produced by UNESCO in 2017. This guide is to support
countries embedding inclusion and equity in policy. It is intended for use by government education policy-makers,
working with key stakeholders such as teachers and other educators, students, families, and community representatives.
The guide provides a framework to:

* Review how well equity and inclusion currently figure in existing policies.

* Decide which actions are needed to improve policies and their implementation towards equitable and inclusive
education systems; and Monitor progress as actions are taken.
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http://www.inclusive-education-in-action.org/ iea/

The 13 areas of policy concern:

1. Analysis and diagnosis of needs must proceed the formulation of policies and
plans.

2. Systems and methods of collecting education-related data are necessary to
inform policy and practice.

3. Policies and plans must be pro-poor and stress the rights basis for inclusion

4. Policies have rather unclear definitions. Inclusive education is seen primarily in
terms of disability and ‘special needs’.

5. Allocating funding to inclusive education is a challenge.

6. Inclusive education is mainly presented as a set of separate interventions for
different groups of learners.

7. An holistic education system requires an information flow among professionals
at different levels as well as between the school and families

8. Access to school buildings and curriculum.

9. Improving quality in education is not given as much attention as increasing
enrolment rates and access.

10. Curriculum reform needs to be more prominent and involve relevant
stakeholders in the development of new and revised curricula.

11. Teacher education is often discussed in detail but not addressed in the context
of promoting diversity.

12. Capacity development is important at all levels of the education system.

13. Monitoring and evaluation are necessary to improve planning and
implementation.

The 51 suggested inclusive policy actions

A 1 Promote innovative programmes and support the community in its capacity to
identify out-of-school children, youth and adults in order to get them into

school and other education or training programmes.

A 2 Involve communities in services that reach out to adults in need of education.
A 3 Engage schools and communities in; mapping households and identifying outof
school children; and enrolment campaigns and community mobilisation in
partnership with local leaders.

A 4 Provide support for mechanisms at local levels that aim at reaching out to
children, youth and adults currently deprived of education.

B 1 Build appropriate data systems at the national level.

B 2 Encourage use of household surveys.

B 3 Strengthen the capacity of local NGOs to collect data.

B 4 Involve local communities in data collection.

C 1 Ensure national legislation is in line with international conventions.

C 2 Ensure policies reflect rights-based and pro-poor approaches, and target
disadvantaged children.

C 3 Support programmes for youth and adults.

D 1 Conduct awareness campaigns via media, posters, conferences and training.
D 2 Involve communities and local leaders.

E 1 Ensure effective planning and budgeting in the education sector and with other
sectors of society.

from
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Appendix

E 2 Decentralise the use of funds within the education system.

E 3 Ensure that ECCE-related funding from different ministerial budgets (social,
health education, etc.) is coordinated.

E 4 Ensure budget allocations support currently excluded groups.

E 5 Allow flexible use of funds to support activities for inclusive schools, education
and /or training programmes.

F 1 Ensure cross-sectoral planning for education.

F 2 Develop long-term policies for economic and social development to achieve and
sustain inclusive education objectives.

F 3 Strengthen ECCE provisions, linking them to inclusive approaches.

F 4 Involve the private sector in supporting education.

G 1 Initiate meetings among staff to discuss and define roles and areas of
cooperation.

G 2 Provide information on activities and experiences gained at lower levels.

G 3 Encourage sharing experiences through staff exchange.

H 1 Governments must ensure transport to and from schools, when needed.

H 2 Encourage schools to build their own ramps and improve sanitary conditions.
H 3 Provide incentives for the construction of accessible schools and elicit support
from the private sector.

I 1 Adopt methods to assess learning outcomes.

I 2 Improve teaching methods.

I 3 Take account of cognition and cognitive development.

I 4 Ensure effective use of resources.

J 1 Provide support when needed and make curricula open and flexible, allowing
for different learning styles and content that makes the curriculum relevant to
learners and society.

J 2 Involve the local community in teaching in local languages.

J 3 Include issues on early childhood programmes in the curriculum to secure easy
transition.

J 4 Ensure that curricula do not focus only on academic skills.

J 5 Encourage new methods and ways of learning.

J 6 Initiate discussions in schools about teaching and learning processes.

K 1 Improve pre- and in-service training, mentorship, team-building.

K 2 Provide teacher education for teachers at early grades and early literacy.

K 3 Promote the use of new and alternative methods for teaching.

K 4 Encourage methods for planning education based on individual educational
needs.

K 5 Encourage teachers to organise their work in teams and to apply
problem-oriented teaching methods as well as paying respect to diversities

and different learning styles among their pupils.

K 6 Set up work with groups of mixed abilities to facilitate peer tutoring among
pupils.

K 7 Encourage the use of new technology and ICT.

L 1 Initiate the elaboration of capacity development plans for educational staff
both at national, regional and local levels.

L 2 Develop a set of criteria for the requirements of capacities needed for school
managers, inspectors and teachers.

M 1 Develop systems for monitoring and evaluation that relate to all levels (national,
regional, local and private).

M 2 Improve monitoring and evaluation of performance at schools and in nonformal
education programmes.

M 3 Train and involve school heads and inspectors in assessment and evaluation.
M 4 Early identification of children at the risk of dropping out followed by analysis
of the factors and conditions that constitutes this situation should be part of all
evaluations.




